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            Chapter One

          

          Robyn

        

      

    

    
      My alarm wakes me at six in the morning. It’s the first day of work this season at the Montana Beach Pier amusement park. Or just the Pier, as everyone calls it. I don’t have to be at work for another five hours, but I want to squeeze in some painting time before the day gets started.

      With my eyes slits from the cruel bathroom light, I brush my teeth before hopping in the shower, readjusting to my familiar routine from last summer.

      I wish I could say I’m excited about starting the season again. I mean, I guess I am, but that’s more to see the families stroll through the gates again. The kids are always so excited and they usually don’t know which ride to try first. And then, by the afternoon, they’re so hyped up on sugar and their parents are so drained from the sun that it makes for hilarious entertainment, even though I’m technically working.

      But the door won’t open to guests for another week. In the meantime, my employees and I have to get everything up to snuff for opening day. Which means they’ll be cleaning up the rides after the maintenance guys check to make sure they’re running okay and I’ll be stuck in the office doing paperwork and getting our marketing materials together.

      I step out of the shower, wrap a towel around myself, and walk into the second bedroom I use as part walk-in closet, part art studio. I don’t have too many clothes, but I do have more than the tiny closet in my bedroom would allow. Still, there’s enough space for my art supplies too. And all the paintings that are waiting to be sold. The perks of living alone, I guess. Anyway, I’m going to miss spending all day to paint the landscapes from around town, but I’ll squeeze in time to keep painting when I can.

      As I pick out clothes to wear, I try to remember everything I have to do when I go in today. I made a couple trips to the Pier office last week to start getting some paperwork started. I also hired two new people: a cleaner and a concession person, bringing our total number of employees up to fifteen. Including me. Not a lot, but it works.

      Actually, I have another interview today. If he seems sane enough, I think I’ll make him a ride operator. Out of the two other new employees, one is barely old enough to work, meaning I don’t feel comfortable putting him in charge of a ride for kids under ten, and the other doesn’t seem to even want a job, so I stuck her as a cleaner.

      It seems mean, but that position is the easiest to make up for if we lose someone midseason. The guy I’m interviewing today might even spend half his shifts cleaning. We don’t have the budget to hire too many designated cleaners, so everyone has to chip in.

      Once I’m showered and dressed, I return to the spare bedroom and really look at my work in progress. It’s starting to come together. I squeeze out some paint, dab in a brush, and get to work.

      Usually I like to paint in the midst of my inspiration. Plein air, as it’s called in the art world. It helps me really get in touch with my surroundings, but since I don’t have a lot of time now that I’m working, I have to make do with a photo hanging on the wall above the canvas.

      I work for a couple hours, filling out the canvas with more colors, bringing to life the sunrise scene that fills me with so many happy memories. Before I know it, it’s just after ten and I rush to clean up my paints in the bathroom sink that’s stained with colors from previous paintings; a work in progress itself.

      Once I’m all cleaned up, I grab my bag and my keys and walk down to Atlantic Street, where there’s a tiny little coffee shop on the corner with First Street.

      “You’re here early,” Nancy says from behind the counter. “Your usual?”

      “Yes, please,” I respond. “It’s my first day back at the Pier.”

      “Is it that time of year already?” She fills a to-go cup with a dark roast blend.

      “Sure is. Creeps up faster each year.”

      “And passes by just as quickly!” She chuckles, passing me my order. “Here you go, dear.”

      I take the cup from her and hand her my card. “Maybe next year we’ll be able to expand the season a bit, but I still need to whip my employees into shape. I’ve got a few new ones this year.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be able to, honey. I’ll have to bring my granddaughters down if I have time this year.”

      “Oh yeah! That would be fun!” I take my card back and slip it in my wallet. Slinging my bag back on my shoulder, I head to the door. “Thanks, Nancy. Have a good day!”

      “You too, dear!”

      My assistant manager, Peggy, is already in the office when I get to work. She’s never early, so I must be a few minutes late. She has her feet up on the desk and is filing her nails while she snaps her gum.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I mutter. She probably doesn’t care.

      “Oh, you actually came back this year.”

      “I just knew it would make your day.” I boot up the computer and take a sip of my coffee.

      “I see you still haven’t found a real job,” she says.

      “And neither have you,” I say as polite as I can.

      This is our relationship each summer. Verbally jabbing each other under the veil of a joke. I think she might want me to quit, but it’s not like the owners would make her manager. They live up in North Beach and own several attractions up there. This tiny little pier all the way down in Montana Beach isn’t on their radar too much, but they’re still funding our operations, so that’s good. I can imagine the attractions up north are making a lot more money than we are, though.

      If they’re forced to hire a new manager for the Pier, it might be easier for them to just close it. That’s where it was heading before I started. I trimmed the budget, beefed up policies, and started advertising to the right audience. In the three years that I’ve had the position, the annual number of visitors has gone up by thirty percent.

      Of course, in the process of turning this place around, I had to lay a few people off, argue with the  remaining employees about my new policies, and took on the reputation of bitch. Collateral damage for saving a small town business.

      The intercom beeps and I look up to the camera and see some of the workers down by the gate.

      “Peggy, can you let them in? I’ll meet you guys out in the break room in a few minutes for the meeting.”

      She sighs loudly, but drops her feet to the floor and steps out of the office. I take another gulp of my coffee, nearly burning my tongue. It’s worth it. It would be a long summer without it.

      I gather my notes and step into the next room where everyone’s putting away their belongings before they begin the day. I do a quick headcount. Still waiting on a few people. Everyone’s supposed to be working today because I didn’t schedule a full day of hours. I also wanted to be able to have a meeting with everyone at once.

      I do my best to smile and welcome everyone back, but most people don’t seem to have much enthusiasm. It’s still early. They’re just tired. Yeah, that’s it. A lot of people have coffee with them. I shouldn’t have left mine on my desk.

      Once the rest of the crew arrives, I clear my throat to get their attention, but they all still talk loudly to one another.

      “Hey!” Peggy shouts. She’s standing off in the corner, still filing her nails.

      Slowly, the room quiets as everyone turns to face me.

      “Thank you. Well, welcome back for another season, everyone! We have some new faces here, so for starters, everyone please welcome Michael.” I motion to him in the corner. He’s a relatively quiet guy. Judging by his baby face, I’d say he’s right around eighteen years old. “He will be working concessions. Our other new employee is Julia.” She’s sitting on one of the benches next to Peggy. Her blonde hair is pulled away from her face in a French braid. “She’ll be working with Anthony this year to keep the Pier looking nice.”

      Only a few people look in their direction. The rest seem bored.

      “All right, we have a lot to do today, but I need to take a moment to discuss one thing in particular. Some of you came in after your eleven o’clock start time. Now, I know it’s the first day of the season and you’re probably trying to get back into the routine, but let’s make an effort to be on time tomorrow, okay?”

      Ugh, I hate doing that. I know it just feeds right into the image that I’m a bitch, but it’s the first day and the same people are late again. Not much changes around here, apparently.

      “All right, so today—”

      Someone with dark scruffy hair raises his hand in the back. Max Sherman. He was among those who showed up late. He always is. Actually, he’s the worst. I shouldn’t have asked him back, but I was desperate for employees.

      “Do you have a question?”

      “Yeah, what does it matter if we’re late or not?” he asks. “It’s not like there’s people lining up outside. I didn’t see anybody out there, did you guys?”

      The room laughs and some people even respond with things like, “Haven’t seen anyone here in years,” or “Surprised this place is even still open.”

      Even if they haven’t seen the numbers, they must know there’s been more guests each year. It’s kind of hard to miss for such a small amusement park.

      I wait until the room settles down again and then address Max directly. “We usually start working a week before the Pier opens to get it ready for opening day, but with your attendance record, I’m not surprised that you didn’t know that.”

      The room erupts again, this time with comments like, “Ooo, she got you, man!” or “Damn, boss lady’s got jokes!”

      “Anyway,” I continue loudly to silence them. “You’ve all received an email with a checklist of everything we need to get done before the park opens—”

      “What email?” Max asks.

      “The one that went out a couple weeks ago.”

      “Oh that? I must’ve thought that was junk.” He laughs.

      Man, I wish I had more coffee this morning. “Next time, be more careful, please. Basically, what I said in the email was that the owners are sending in maintenance people today to make sure the rides run fine after the winter. What we need to do is get everything else opened up. That means sweeping, waxing, pulling out picnic tables and benches from storage, stuff like that. It’s going to take time, but working together we can get it done.”

      Max chuckles.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No, I just thought I was watching an after-school special all of a sudden.”

      More laughs. I’m about to snap at them, but everyone’s attention turns to the guy standing in the doorway. Maybe it’s because he’s new. Maybe it’s because he’s the only one not in the Pier’s uniform of blue polo and khaki shorts. Or maybe it’s because his smile could change anyone’s attitude. But the room goes silent when he steps in.

      “Hi, sorry. The gate was open and—I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m Jaden. I’m here for an interview.”

      “Good luck,” someone mutters.

      I shoot a glare in their direction and a few people recoil. This is definitely not the way I wanted to start the season off.

      Softening my tone, I turn back to Jaden and nod in the opposite direction. “Why don’t you take a seat in the office and I’ll be with you in just a sec?”

      He nods and walks past me to the open door. When he’s out of sight, I turn back to my employees.

      “Look, I don’t want to have to be the mean boss, but you guys leave me no choice. Our customer attendance has been up in recent years, but we won’t get more people in here if we don’t each take a more active role in making sure they have a good time. That starts with all of us having a good time. Don’t get in the mindset that this place is horrible. Yes, it’s a job, but we can have fun with it. Our attitudes will reflect on the guests and keep them coming back. That means we’ll all be here again next year and the year after that. Okay?”

      To my surprise, I see a couple people shrug and nod. That’s probably the best I’ll get from these guys for right now. I’ll take it.

      “Okay, then. Let’s get to work. Peggy, can you assign jobs for everyone while I meet with Jaden?”

      She takes the clipboard from me and leads everyone outside.

      I take a deep breath in the silence that follows and return to the office. Jaden looks up and smiles when I enter.

      “Sorry about that.” I extend my hand to him. “I’m Robyn, nice to meet you.”

      “Jaden,” he says.

      I take a seat behind the desk. “Just give me a minute to get organized here.” I search for his application. I know I printed it last week when I was in. “So tell me a little about yourself.”

      “Well, uh, I just graduated college, I’m staying in Montana Beach this summer, and I’m looking for a summer job.”

      I dig through a stack of papers in the corner. I told Peggy to file these, but I guess it didn’t fit into her schedule.

      “Uh-huh.” I’m not really listening, too busy looking under papers and in drawers for his application.

      “Yeah. I’ve done some retail in the past, but never anything like this,” he says.

      Finally, I spot it still sitting in the printer and snatch it. I skim it and ask, “So you’re done with school, then?”

      “Uh—yeah, I am.”

      It sounds familiar and I scrunch my nose. “You just told me that, didn’t you?”

      He smiles. “Yeah, but that’s okay.”

      “Sorry about that. I’ve been so frazzled with the opening that I’m not all here just yet. Anyway, so now that you’re done, what are you hoping to do full-time?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m just looking for something for the summer right now and then hopefully find something fun in September.”

      “Something fun,” I murmur as I scan his application again. There’s a retail job at a tourist store listed and a work study job, which must be from when he was in college, but not much else. “What did you do at your retail job?”

      “I was a cashier, so I was kind of the face of the customer service for the store. It’s a small place, so there were really only two of us working at a time. If a customer needed help and my coworker was busy, I kind of acted like a personal shopper.”

      I nod. “Oh, nice. We need great customer service at the Pier. So I take it you’re good with money
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